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In the early 1980s, scholars studying religion in the United States noticed a curious absence.  
Amid all our attention to individual beliefs, changing theologies, and demographic shifts, we knew 
very little about local congregations.  With two thirds of the U.S. population claiming affiliation with 
a local parish or congregation, and nearly forty percent claiming to attend with some regularity, the 
organizational forms and dynamics of the groups to which they belonged – some 350,000 of them, 
located more densely across the social landscape than any other voluntary organization – were not 
unimportant.1 Nor, in the American voluntary system, could we assume that every local 
congregation was simply the franchise expression of a centralized religious authority.  There was 
good reason to believe that congregations were enormously varied and that the variations might 
have real and interesting consequences. 
That American social scientists should take the lead in studying this particular religious 
organizational form should not be surprising.  Europeans settling the eastern part of the continent in 
the 17th and 18th centuries were far from whatever religious authority had formerly governed their 
lives, and even those not theologically predisposed to autonomous congregations organized that 
way by default (Dolan, 1987).  The congregational form of religious organizing evolved into the 
disestablished form of religious governance that was eventually enshrined in the U.S. Constitution.  
When the Congress gave up the role of establishing and regulating religious expression, the field was 
left open for the religious entrepreneurial energies of successive waves of pioneers and immigrants.  
Observing these historical patterns and their effects on the religious groups that found a home on 
U.S. soil, R. Stephen Warner (1993) declared that the normative pattern of religious organization in 
the U.S. is “de facto congregationalism.”  That is, Americans of all religious traditions assume that 
they must (and can) voluntarily organize their own religious community and should have a say in its 
support and governance.  Therefore, if one wishes to understand American religion, one has to take 
the congregation as a serious object of study. 
By the 1990s, congregations were on the scholarly agenda -- primarily among sociologists, 
but spanning social work, anthropology, history, and the emerging field of practical theology.  We 
were documenting community involvement and social service delivery, internal conflict, ritual 
                                                             
1 The most complete data on American congregations are collected every ten years by the Association 
of Statisticians of American Religious Bodies (http://www.rcms2010.org/).  Data on religious affiliation and 
participation are collected via several national surveys, with the most comprehensive being the Pew Religious 
Landscape Survey (http://www.pewforum.org/files/2015/05/RLS-08-26-full-report.pdf). 
patterns, and the role of congregations in immigrant assimilation, among other topics.2  By the end 
of the decade, we knew enough about the basic contours of congregational life to figure out what 
kinds of questions to ask on a National Congregations Survey (Chaves, 2004).  As Chaves’s chapter in 
this volume shows, the successive replications of that statistically representative survey have now 
established an invaluable base for organizational and cultural analyses of all sorts.  With sustained 
attention, we have assembled a body of knowledge, along with concepts and frameworks for 
analyzing our data.  Because we know more about congregations, we know more about American 
religion. 
Until recently, the field of congregational studies has seemed rather exclusively suited to the 
study of American religion and to impose it elsewhere seemed to some a kind of intellectual 
imperialism (Bender, Cadge, Levitt, & Smilde, 2011).  In some parts of the world, religious gatherings 
are primarily matters of episodic ritual observance, not gathered congregations.  In other parts of 
the world, anti-religious states make it very difficult to organize anything around religious identity or 
practice.  In still others, local parishes are present, but are taken for granted as the expression of a 
cultural identity and an external authority that funds them and determines their organizational 
contours.  Still, those longstanding indigenous religious patterns have been significantly disrupted by 
the global movement of populations, including religious groups.  No part of the world has been 
untouched by Protestant evangelists carrying the congregational model with them, as well as 
Muslim entrepreneurs organizing mosques. Religious entrepreneurs of all sorts seem to find this 
local form of religious organizing conducive to their goals.  It now seems inevitable that the study of 
congregations will escape its American container. 
The UK was the first European outpost of congregational studies, sparked by the work of 
organizational theorist Margaret Harris (1998) and enriched by a range of ethnographic work (Guest, 
Tusting, & Woodhead, 2004). This reflects the reality that British religious organizational culture is 
closer to the US than are other European cultures, and that the two academic cultures have 
considerable interchange.  This current volume marks the welcome emergence in the rest of Europe 
of research that takes local religious gatherings as its focus. 
	
Why congregations at this moment in Europe? 
As never before, assumptions about the role of religion in European societies are being 
challenged.  The established majority churches have endured two generations of steady precipitous 












decline. As the number of believers and regular attenders has reached record lows, participation is 
increasingly seen as a voluntary choice, rather than a civic duty or family tradition (Davie, 2000; 
2015). And while many non-participants are still paying their church taxes, the stability of church 
funding schemes is no longer taken for granted.  There is some reason to wonder whether the 
religious foundations of European societies are shaking sufficiently to open space for the sort of local 
autonomy that would make some parishes more like congregations. 
Space for alternative religious gatherings has long been possible, of course, although in 
degrees that vary from country to country.  Post-Westphalia, each prince might determine the faith 
of his territory, but over time various Protestant groups gained a measure of legitimacy in Catholic 
lands.  Jews formed synagogues with and without legal protection.  And established Protestant 
churches made room for a limited number of other recognized religious groups within their 
territories. These non-majority groups, of necessity, have operated with a degree of 
“congregationalism” alongside the establishment parishes in their communities. 
Over the last few decades, as participation in established churches has dwindled, other 
alternatives have emerged alongside the historic minorities.  “Alternative spiritualities” have 
attracted individuals into client-based relationships, but many of these have collective expressions, 
as well (Heelas & Woodhead, 2004).  Groups gather for yoga or meditation; wiccans create covens; 
drummers gather in circles. People may not be gathering in the usual places and doing the usual 
things, but they are still gathering.  As voluntarily-constituted local spiritual groups, their presence 
adds to the sense that studying “congregations” in Europe may no longer be irrelevant. 
Far more prevalent and pressing than any of these forces, however, is the presence of 
significant numbers of immigrants whose religious traditions do not fit any of the above.  Religious 
traditions are enormously important in sustaining them in their new homes, and unlike the situation 
in their homelands, voluntary organizing is usually called for (Oxford Analytica, 2006).  If they are to 
maintain tradition, take care of each other, and pass along rituals, they will have to take initiative 
themselves and gather into communities.  Just as immigrants in the U.S. have turned to religious 
communities for solace and as gateways to larger community membership (Kniss & Numrich, 2007), 
that process is underway across Europe, but not without difficulty.  Existing legal frameworks were 
not designed to include them, and existing cultural categories and practices marginalize them (e.g., 
Bowen, 2010; Gilliat-Ray, 2010; Mantovan, 2010; Timmerman, Leman, Roos & Segaert, 2009).  As 
they gather, they are reinventing the religious organizational ecology.  At this moment, it is all the 
more important to develop a sociology of religion in Europe that has tools with which to analyze the 
full range of local religious gatherings that are part of the social landscape.   
Deleted: establishment
Deleted: Those
This volume is an important step in that direction, and I want to highlight here at the 
beginning some of the ways American congregational studies can provide conceptual and 
methodological resources for this work, as well as the benefits European work can provide to 
students of congregations elsewhere in the world. 
	
Studying Congregational Ecologies 
One of the key conceptual approaches developed in North American congregational studies 
– the notion of an ecology of organizations -- is borrowed from organizational sociology, which in 
turn borrowed it from biology (Eiesland & Warner, 1998).  Students of biological species know that 
species depend on the right combination of resources, the density of the competition for those 
resources, and their ability to adapt to become more efficient or to shift their resource needs.  There 
can also be artificial interventions that shift the relative advantage or disadvantage of one species 
over another.  Applied to congregations, this may seem far too deterministic, overlooking both the 
human and the sacred dimensions of religious life, but as human organizations, congregations are 
nevertheless susceptible to just these sorts of social forces. The study of congregations needs to 
include attention to both the macro factors present in the larger environment and the micro 
dynamics of local ones. 
Among the artificial constraints to be assessed in the study of congregations are the legal 
regimes governing religious organizing. We have already noted the effect of the relatively open legal 
environment in the U.S.  There are taxing and licensing mechanisms that create some routine 
controls, and there are legal proscriptions on practices that stretch the boundaries of acceptance 
(ingesting illegal drugs, plural marriage, and the like). Beyond that, the ability to organize a religious 
congregation is unfettered, and the result is an enormous range of religious diversity that has been 
present for at least four centuries (Butler, 1990; Hatch, 1989).  At the opposite end of this legal 
spectrum would be regimes that attempt to enforce a single religious tradition or a singular 
adherence to atheism (Froese, 2004).  Conspicuously off the spectrum are the regimes that have no 
mechanism for regulating “religion” because they do not expect religion to come in modern 
organizational forms (Asad, 1993).  Understanding congregations means understanding the way the 
organizational ecology is defined by these macro cultural and legal definitions. 
The cultural environment also provides a range of informal incentives and disincentives that 
have profound effects on congregational life.  Which religious traditions are considered legitimate?  
What forms of religious practice are accepted in society?  How is religious participation rewarded (or 
not), and how does that vary across the lifespan and in different social sectors?  Human resources 
are one essential ingredient in congregational health, and the availability of those resources is not 
entirely of the congregation’s own doing. They come, in part, because cultures establish the 
pathways. 
Also critical, of course, are financial resources and all the attendant components of location, 
physical facilities, leadership, programming, and the like (McKinney, 1998).  Those resources can 
come from a variety of places – the members themselves, legacies of previous generations 
(endowments), grants from public and private sources, funds from external religious authorities, and 
tax-supported public funding.  The particular history and legal arrangements in each country affects 
the relative weight of these sources.  Where a robust taxing and funding mechanism is in place, 
congregations and parishes of the favored state religion(s) have a significant advantage in the 
organizational ecology. They can carry out a wide range of rituals and services, even with relatively 
few human resources. If an external group invests resources toward expansion in new territory, that 
can change the balance, as well.  Without either mechanism, congregations must depend more 
heavily on their own members’ resources. 
In addition to these societal-level factors, the shape of congregational life is also affected by 
the micro-context.  Faith communities gather in particular places and are always in relationship to 
those places (Ammerman, 1997; Eiesland, 2000).  Truly neighborhood or town parishes are likely to 
have routine relationships with schools and businesses and local government, for instance.  They 
may be the site for community gatherings in times of distress or celebration.  There may, in other 
words, be a very permeable boundary between the congregation and the community of which it is a 
part.  For many other congregations, the “community” is much more a matter of demography than 
geography.  Immigrants, ethnic communities, lifestyle enclaves, and minority religious groups may 
be scattered across a wide geographical area, but congregate in a few identity-defined niches 
(Ebaugh, O'Brien, & Chafetz, 2000).  Indeed, the mental maps of a given region may be as important 
as the geographical ones.  Cultures define what kinds of functions belong in which places and which 
populations belong where.  Both are important questions in the study of congregations. 
Within both neighborhood and region, there will likely be numerous organizations whose 
functions and religious and social identity complement or compete with a given congregation.  A 
congregation wishing to serve the poor, for instance, is assisted by proximity to other service 
agencies and congregations with a similar mission.  A plethora of congregations serving up formal 
liturgy and classical music, on the other hand, may be too many for the population of people who 
find that appealing. Students of organizational ecology point to density as a key dynamic (Hannan & 
Carroll, 1992; Scheitle & Dougherty, 2008).  Too few organizations of a type, and no one thinks to go 
to a given place.  Too many, and some of them will fail.  Think about the dynamics of “theatre 
districts,” for example. 
Because congregations are multi-purpose organizations, assessing the terrain of 
complementary and competing organizations is difficult. There are the other congregations (both 
similar and different), as well as the service organizations and public agencies, all a part of the 
relevant religious ecology. In addition, the nature of the neighborhood itself matters.  Places that 
were once home to comfortable middle-class populations of the dominant ethnic group may not 
continue to draw members when the neighborhood has become home to immigrants.  
Transportation matters, too.  If a congregation is drawing a widely dispersed population, it is in part 
because they can easily travel there from where they live.  The study of micro-context, then, can be 
thought of as combining geographic, organizational, and demographic questions about the place of a 
given congregation.  
Just as plants and animals thrive or perish based on their ability to find resources and adapt 
to what they find, so congregations thrive or perish based in part on the available resources of 
people, money, infrastructure, and legitimacy.  When any of these is in short supply, competition 
may ensue.  When the nature of any of them changes, it is the adaptive group that may thrive.  The 
research collected in this volume includes excellent work toward mapping European religious 
ecologies and will lay a foundation for fruitful comparative study in the future.   
One of the most critical goals for such future studies will include attention to the nature of 
the religious diversity that is increasingly present in European societies.  We need to know more 
than the demographics of adherence.  Understanding the changing shape of society also includes 
attention to the number and distribution of kinds of congregations, as well as to the structural 
resources and constraints that allow them to do their work.  There may also be policy implications in 
assessing the extent to which a diverse array of congregations does or does not enable diverse 
populations to manage their interactions and potential conflicts. 
 
Studying Congregational Cultures 
The second conceptual tool available from the American experience – this time borrowing 
from anthropology -- is the notion that congregations create cultures. This tool has been developed 
largely in the context of individual case studies, although there have been a number of comparative 
case analyses, and elements of cultural analysis have informed large-scale surveys.  The argument 
for attending to congregational culture is this:  Although many religious traditions prescribe patterns 
of worship and ways of organizing the congregation’s programs and decision-making, it would be a 
mistake to assume that those prescribed patterns are implemented without local variation.  Each 
local group will put its own stamp on the way things are done.   
In Studying Congregations (Ammerman, 1998), I suggested that it may be useful to pay 
attention to activities, artifacts, and accounts.  That is, what do the participants do together?  What 
material things and spaces do they make?  And how do they give accounts of who they are, why they 
do what they do, and the role of divine or spiritual actors in the drama?  Whether a huge 
megachurch or a modest storefront, groups that regularly gather will mark their routines with 
meaningful habits, surroundings, and stories.   
Activities 
In the U.S., we have found that congregations engage in a fairly predictable range of types of 
activities, including worship, religious education, social activities for the members, and service 
activities for their communities (Ammerman, 2005; Chaves, 2004).  The mix of emphases varies from 
one group to the next, and the content of the activities varies enormously, but these categories form 
something of a congregational organizing template.  There is what organizational theorists call 
“institutional isomorphism” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).   
The pressures toward organizational sameness will vary, however, in societies that absorb 
more and less of these activities in sectors outside religion.  If religious traditions are taught in the 
home or in communal rituals – or in the public schools -- congregations will not be expected to 
organize activities for that purpose (Monnot & Stolz, 2014).  To the extent that they do, it may signal 
their perception that the tradition they wish to pass on is not well-represented in those larger 
communal spaces.  Similarly, if a congregation spends organizational resources on building 
relationships among the members, it may be that those members are not otherwise connected in 
the community.  And if social service delivery is a major emphasis, it is important to know where that 
fits in the larger welfare ecology (Bäckström & Davie, 2010).  That is, the presence, absence, and 
importance of various activities is related to the social niche the congregation occupies and the 
nature of the larger society in which that niche is located.  Every congregation is shaped by a sense 
of its own religious mandate, but that mandate will be engaged in ways that fit the local culture and 
the group’s place in it. A detailed inventory of the things a group does together is a good step 
toward understanding the culture of a congregation. 
No matter what the larger ecology looks like, the one activity that is nearly universal among 
congregations is gathering for some sort of worship service (Chaves & Eagle, 2015).  The religious 
tradition they inhabit will provide them with a range of more and less prescribed elements: scripture 
reading, praying, singing, ritual movements (bowing, processing, kneeling), preaching and teaching, 
silence, response. No matter how prescribed the event appears to be, however, it will still bear the 
mark of the people who are participating in it.  If groups perceive themselves to be in charge of their 
worship event, it will bear their mark even more visibly.  Observing worship events is one of the 
most common methods used in the study of a congregation.  Both style and content are windows on 
a congregation’s culture.   
Artifacts 
The activities of a congregation are both social and material (Vasquez, 2010). Congregations 
define and inhabit particular spaces and do so in ways that speak to what is important to them.  
Historic buildings and art are obvious cultural artifacts, but even the most impoverished 
congregation will use the resources it has to arrange and decorate the space it can afford.  
Congregations also find and use the necessary tools for doing their collective work, whether they are 
sacred vessels for sacraments or computers for multimedia presentations.  The leaders and 
participants also establish norms for how each should dress for the occasion; clothing forms another 
dimension of the material culture they inhabit.  When we seek to understand a congregation, the 
tools of material cultural analysis are critical to our task – no matter where the congregation is 
located.   
Accounts 
 Congregations also create “accounts.” They tell the stories of their tradition and of their 
own history. Cosmic stories of human origins and moral redemption are common in religious 
traditions.  Sometimes they are explicitly told, but sometimes they are conveyed in more subtle 
ways.  Listening for the worldview of a congregation may mean listening for the arc of the narratives 
they tell about their own history (Hopewell, 1987).  Just as important as these “big stories,” 
however, are the ordinary tales of everyday life, the memories a group shares that convey their 
identity to newcomers, children, and themselves. Sometimes stories are preserved in officially 
produced histories; more often they can be collected from the memories of the participants.  
Sometimes they may reflect a clear and coherent theological system; but just as often they may 
reflect the collection of values that have come to characterize this particular religious community. 
Creating occasions for storytelling is another of the most valuable tools in the congregational studies 
toolkit.3   
Along with activities and artifacts, accounts are useful ways of thinking about the cultural 
dimensions of congregational life. Which activities, what kinds of artifacts, and the content of 
accounts can give us the contours of a case study or the skeleton for more systematic comparison.  
As we do so, we will also want to keep in mind the external factors in play, including the ethnic and 
social class makeup of the participants.  Even parishes organized within a prescribed geography will 
reflect the cultural and socioeconomic character of that geography. 
                                                             
3 Advice	on	these	and	other	methods	for	studying	congregations	can	be	found	at	
www.studyingcongregations.org. 
Close readings of local congregational life in Europe are still relatively rare, even in this 
volume.  Guest, Tusting, and Woodhead’s 2004 book on congregations in the UK is a notable 
exception, as is the work done at Aarhus University, and the research of practical theologians in the 
Nordic countries.  In these and other emerging efforts, we begin to see the cultural dynamics of a 
growing array of European congregations.  All these projects were situated in Protestant contexts, 
however, with Catholic parishes in Catholic countries still conspicuously absent from the catalog of 
cases.  Attention to local religious life in those contexts remains largely a matter of counting clergy in 
place and sacraments administered.  Those statistics certainly reflect the challenges facing such 
parishes, but give little insight into the ways local groups are coping, adapting, and/or innovating.  
There is still much room for European parish studies to give us that insight. 
 
The Promise of Studying Congregations in Europe 
Bringing Europe more fully into the study of local religious communities is a welcome 
scholarly development.  With an expanded range of social and political contexts across which to 
compare, our knowledge of the way congregations operate and their role in society is being fruitfully 
expanded.  Among the most important contributions of this expansion is greater attention to 
questions of legal context and patterns of funding.  Because so much existing research has been in 
the context of the United States, we have long assumed societal differences rather than testing 
them (Smilde & May, 2015).  We have assumed (probably wrongly) that a strong “established” 
religious tradition would dampen the innovative spirit of minority groups (Stark & Iannaccone, 
1994).  We have also failed to distinguish the many varieties of establishment and disestablishment.  
There are important differences in how basic cultural and legal legitimacy is achieved and which 
groups have it.  There are differences in bureaucratic requirements.  There are differences in how 
money is collected from the population and how it is allocated to religious groups.  And there are a 
multitude of differences in the functional and cultural entanglements between state and religion.  
Each of these variations deserves to be examined systematically, with equally systematic analysis of 
the corresponding differences in congregational presence, diversity, function, culture, and 
organizational vitality. 
My own hunch is that one of the most consequential differences is how congregations 
receive their funds.  To what extent is the budget supported by an outside entity, and how closely 
does the funder monitor the use of the funds? Does outside support enable congregations to engage 
in activities they would otherwise not be able to do?  Or does it dampen the autonomy and 
innovation of a congregation?  In the U.S., this question can only be asked in terms of endowments 
(a tiny proportion of congregations), grants (another tiny proportion), and denominational subsidies 
(also relatively small).  With a much larger range of amounts and kinds of external support to 
analyze, speculation about its dampening effects can be tested. 
Another of the questions European research allows us to test is the effect of different 
religio-cultural distributions in a society.  How does the population of congregations respond, for 
instance, to increasing diversity, including a much larger number of functionally unaffiliated people 
in the population?  Do congregations develop explicit accommodations for populations that might 
be described as “vicariously” religious (Davie, 2006)?  Do they drop or reduce activities that 
previously occupied a larger role?  And to what extent do the alternative spiritualities that are 
present in a population actually take the form of gathered communities that approximate 
congregations? 
Finally, the experience of immigrant populations in a more regulated religious environment 
has been noticeably different from experiences in the U.S.  Here migrants have been free to form 
ethnically distinct religious groups, and they have. Those groups have provided both tangible and 
cultural benefits.  They have served as gateways to assimilation as leaders are incorporated into 
larger civic networks and as second generations bridge old world and new.  Differences in the degree 
to which migrants can organize around a religious identity are important differences to explore 
(Mooney, 2013).  Case studies of those migrant communities are critical to understanding how they 
do and do not contribute to civic incorporation.  Not least, understanding the culture and function of 
Europe’s increasingly diverse religious communities is essential for building societies of trust. 
For all these reasons and more, a body of literature on European congregations is a welcome 
contribution to scholarship on both sides of the Atlantic, and it signals the many ways knowledge of 
religious life is being enhanced by attention to the social gatherings where traditions are birthed, 
sustained, and adapted. 
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